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The Preface
Because the Argument and Action of Plato's Laws can appear to be a paraphrase of the dialogue, it requires some attention to sort out what Strauss says in his own name from his summaries of the dialogue. To get a better understanding of what concerns Strauss in the book, it is useful to consider the preface carefully, since it does not paraphrase the dialogue but addresses topics and questions that Strauss wants us to bear in mind as we read on. Instead of following up the epigram by discussing the theologico-political problem, Strauss begins by observing that in the traditional order of the dialogues the Laws is preceded by the Minos. He says that the Minos is distinctive because it is the only Platonic dialogue in which Socrates asks the question "what is law?" He does not summarize how the Minos answers this question, but his remark that the Minos concludes that not all laws are equally good suggests that it points to a standard for evaluating law. He also reports that the Minos leads us to believe that the laws of Crete are the best because they were established by Minos, the son and pupil of Zeus. When Strauss says that it is "the quest for the best laws" that "seems to compel" the Athenians to transcend the laws of Athens and to become pupils of Minos (1), he invites the reader to conclude that in the Laws the Athenian stranger also goes to Crete in a quest for the best laws.
When Strauss turns to the Laws, he says that it is Plato's "most political" work and that "it may be said to be his only political work." He indicates something of what he means by "political" by saying that the Athenian Stranger engages in political activity when he elaborates a code of law for a city that will come into being while the Republic shows Socrates founding a city "in speech" rather than one "in deed." He adds that Socrates founds a city in speech not to present the best political order but to illuminate "the limits" or "the nature of politics" (1). Some might conclude from this that he calls the Laws a "merely" political work because it gives practical advice for actual politics and does not lay bare fundamental truths about politics. If Plato wrote the Laws solely to give practical political advice, then this might explain why Socrates is absent from it, for he might be too busy studying the natures of things to discuss how to establish and maintain an actual city. But if Strauss thinks that Plato wrote the Laws with this sole aim, then it is difficult to say how it could also be the definitive treatment of prophecy and divine law, for we would expect such a treatment to reveal not merely how religion can be used for practical, political purposes but also what prophecy and divine law are, what they seek, and how they are known.
